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by Carlos Zorrilla, President of DECOIN
If there was ever an example of the symbiotic
relationship between the preservation of our 
natural resources and the provision of a safe,
clean water supply, it is to be found in the Intag
region of North-western Ecuador. The area was
once covered with lush rainforest but overuse of
pesticides and insensitive development has taken
its toll, not only on the biodiversity of the region
but also on the local communities' access to
essential water supplies.
For the past 27 months, DECOIN (Defensa y
Conservacion Ecologica de Intag), a local 
grass-roots environmental organisation aided 
by Rainforest Concern, has been helping 
communities in Intag buy and protect the micro
watersheds, their only supply of drinking 
water, whilst also preserving the area's 
extraordinary biological diversity. The importance
of safeguarding this region becomes even clearer
when one realises that there are only 25 such 
biologically diverse areas left on the entire planet.
Once such areas are lost there is no way of getting
them back.
More recently, the project has been given 
greater security and the opportunity to expand
considerably, thanks to the assistance provided 
by an important two year grant from 
mmO2, the British based international mobile 
communications company. Further assistance has
been provided by the Rufford Maurice Lang
Foundation and the R. D. Turner Charitable Trust.
400 families from several community reserves are
benefiting from the DECOIN/Rainforest Concern
scheme, and are working alongside the 
conservationists to protect around 130 hectares.
Some of the reserves are covered in pastures;
others are used intensively by small farmers to
grow crops, which unfortunately require constant
pesticide use. Thankfully however, many still 
harbour stunningly diverse native cloud forests.
During the first phase of the project, DECOIN
researched the status of 60 community micro
watersheds. Not surprisingly, given the high level
of pesticide use, we discovered that all but a few
were chemically contaminated or had parasitic
infestation. The locals also had to cope with
severe water shortages during the dry months.
Many of the watersheds were being used by 
private owners to pasture cattle, or were being
planted right up to the stream's edge with crops
like tree tomatoes, which require heavy 
pesticide use. Not a single micro watershed was
collectively owned, or protected by any 
governmental institution. We realised that unless
we helped to tackle these issues, the long-term
health implications for both people and forests
was bleak.
In areas where the land is too degraded for the
forest to naturally grow back, we are helping local
people to reforest with native species. To assure a
clean and ample supply of water from each 
watershed we are aiming to purchase a minimum
of 100 meters of land on each side of the 
watercourse. Once the project has been accepted
by the majority of the community, the land 
is demarcated and measured by local 
representatives and by DECOIN staff. The process
of buying the land is also undertaken by 
community members, and in the few cases where
the joint project has not been able to afford the
total cost of the land, each member of the 
community has contributed financially. This has
given them a real stake in their own future.
What can a few hectares accomplish?  The average
size of a micro watershed is only 16 hectares, but
the value of conserving safe haven "forest 
patches" of native vegetation is well 
documented. Despite land being a scarce and
valuable commodity, dozens of inhabitants have
sold their plot of land to help the wider 
community conserve its drinking water. It is a
humbling experience to see such collaboration for
the greater good.
Healthy forests mean safe water for
communities in North-Western Ecuador
The Santa Rosa nursery provides the project with over twenty species of native trees
The spectacular Cock-of-the-rock is a permanent
resident of these forests
A demonstration of water testing kits at Intag
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Reforestation, environmental education 
and biodiversity conservation
We estimate that about 30 to 40% of the land is
in need of urgent reforestation. We will only use
native trees for this purpose, which are grown 
and nurtured in local tree nurseries. DECOIN 
purchases the trees for the community, who then
carry out the reforestation on a voluntary basis.
In the Peñaherra-Cristal micro watershed, all 
community members, including children, recently
formed into reforestation "mingas" (work 
parties). It's impressive to see little kids carry
bagged trees for 20 minutes over steep terrain to
help reforest "their watershed". You can do a
great deal with this kind of energy and 
commitment. In all, nearly 177 families will 
benefit from just this single micro watershed 
purchase. So far nearly 13,000 trees from 19
native tree species have been planted in 3 of the
different community reserves.
I have lived in this region for 25 years. I know
how hard it can be to convince farmers of the
benefits of conservation when many are scraping
a living from day to day. Reforestation and water-
quality monitoring are, I believe, catalysts for
change, making it much easier for people to see
the connection between healthy forests and safe
water. Once people have benefited directly from
a "conservation" project they are much more
receptive to environmental issues. If we can
achieve this educational goal, we will have won a
major battle to conserve Intag's highly threatened
natural resources.
Management Plans and 
Monitoring Water Quality
We have started to draw up management plans
for each of the watersheds. Working with a 
biologist and a reforestation expert, two or three
members from each community are learning the
basics of sustainable land use and conservation
techniques, and will be trained in how to test and
monitor their water. We have recently supplied
them with simple-to-use water testing kits, and
are also carrying out more extensive tests on
water potability. With the support of a local 
university student whose thesis covers the use of
aquatic insects as bio indicators in water 
monitoring, we are setting up a simple and 
inexpensive system so local people can gauge the
quality of their water. Unbelievably this is often
the first time the safety of their water has ever
been tested.
The results of the water potability analysis have
been very useful for some communities, because
the institution carrying out the project has 
insisted that in certain cases the micro 
watersheds are legally protected. Our tests have
been invaluable in speeding up the processes
needed for the authorities to give such project
approval, and we will ensure that any information
gathered is given to County officials so that local
government can more efficiently plan and carry
out their work.
Our small NGO has been swamped by requests
from local people who need our help, and
although the project is small at its present stage -
20 reserves in the three years originally planned,
totalling 200 hectares - we are increasingly being
asked to help purchase much larger areas, which
is wonderful.
It is a principal tenet of the project that active
community participation is the best way to ensure
the preservation of the world's natural resources.
Judging by the response to date, it has been, and
will be, phenomenally successful. Perhaps we
have been lucky in that the environmental 
consciousness of many of Intag's inhabitants was
more advanced than in other rural areas in
Ecuador due to threats presented by mining 
projects - threats that still continue. However, I
believe the overriding factor contributing to the
project's success is the fundamental need for
clean, safe water, and the acknowledgement that
without a robust and healthy forest, good quality
water will be a dwindling commodity.
Some may feel that our work in Intag is on too
small a scale to have any real impact. But for the
people now drinking safe water and learning first
hand the value of conservation, it is life-changing.
For me, these projects are nothing less than 
miraculous: areas of hope and regions of 
inspiration showing a real commitment to 
conservation, and the start of the true greening of
these tired and misused hills, forests and streams.
Cerro Cotacachi overlooks some of the project’s land
Carlos Zorilla and Ralph Pannell inspect 
young trees at a nursery
Cleared areas will be reforested 
